
Do speakers align at the discourse level?
The role of discourse segments in task-oriented dialogue

• Conversational discourse unit
Table 2. Type of conversational discourse unit.
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Introduction
• Interactive alignment: Dialogic partners tend to produce an utterance that shares some of the linguistic properties of a prior 

utterance in dialogue. 
• Conversational discourse units (CDUs) : The building blocks of spoken discourse resulting from the mapping of syntactic, 

intonational and pragmatic units. 
Question & Hypothesis
• Do interlocutors align at the discourse segmentation level? 
• Discourse segmentation is an indicator of discourse alignment: Interlocutors choose the same type of CDU to perform the same 

type of action at a given position in the sequence
Data & Method
• Five task-oriented dialogues (6.3h, 1521 CDUs, F = 6, Mage = 29.1, same gender, unacquainted, Native English) 

- Syntactic unit: (A)verbal dependency clause 
and discourse particles.

- Intonation unit: Marked by pause, pitch reset 
and lengthening.

- Pragmatic unit: One step in implementing 
interlocutor’s dialogic plan.

• Instructive actions

Table 1. The experimental progress of each dialogic pair.

Focus on the type of CDU used at the instruction-giving position within each instructive sequence.
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Calculation:  Proportion of the usage of each type of CDU
Speaker1 (black lines): (Trail 1+3) and (Trail 9+11)
Speaker2 (orange lines): (Trail 2+4) and (Trail 10+12)
Observations:
• No specific pattern when all dialogic pairs are put 

together (the dash lines).
• Individually, each dialogic pair (the concrete lines) 

either intersects with or converges across all types of 
CDU. 

Conclusions & Implications:
• Discourse alignment is conversation-specific. Each 

dialogic pair develops its own way of alignment. 
• Discourse alignment is dynamic. Interlocutors 

systematically end up to be similar to their dialogic 
partner in terms of the choice of CDU type to conduct 
the instruction.

• Alignment at discourse level indicates the underlying 
process of it is largely automatic.
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